






























how	European	firms	could	catch	up	with	US	management	methods	(Pigman	2007	p.	9).	During	the	first	years	of	existence	Schwab	(who	in	2019	is	still	Executive	Chairman	of	the	WEF)	launched	what	he	termed	‘the	stakeholder	model,’	arguing	that	even	though	for	example	unions,	NGOs,	nation-state	governments	and	business	associations	differ	from	each	other	in	views,	they	may	be	stakeholders	around	the	same	particular	issues,	and	therefore	at	times	need	to	meet.	This	idea	has	since	1974,	when	the	first	politicians	were	invited,	been	the	signature	idea	for	the	Forum	as	an	organization	 		 In	the	1980s	the	mission	of	the	organization	was	expanded	in	two	interrelated	ways.	First,	the	Forum	broadened	its	activities	to	include	informal	gatherings	in	diplomatic	and	political	matters.	For	example,	in	1982,	cabinet–level	officials	and	leaders	of	multi-lateral	organizations	such	as	the	World	Bank	(WB),	the	International	Monetary	Fund	(IMF)	and	the	General	Agreement	on	Tariffs	and	Trade	(GATT),	were	invited	to	an	informal	gathering	outside	of	the	Annual	Meeting.	Second,	in	1987	the	Forum	changed	its	name,	signaling	a	move	from	targeting	Europe	and	management,	to	a	broader	focus	on	the	World	and	global	issues	(Pigman	2007	pp.14-15).	The	expansion	also	meant	a	considerable	broadening	of	Forum	activities	in	terms	of	time	and	space.	Although	the	earlier	version	of	the	Forum	had	included	meetings	and	summits	apart	from	the	Davos	event,	it	gradually	expanded	these	kinds	of	activities.	The	Annual	Meeting	in	January	was	complemented	with	a	number	of	activities	all	around	the	year,	and	all	over	the	globe.	The	expansion	did	not	occur	without	difficulties.	Both	managers	and	funders	of	the	Forum	internally	raised	criticism	for	not	focusing	enough	on	the	needs	of	the	corporations	(Interview	September	2004).2			 At	present,	approximately	600	employees	staff	the	Cologny	headquarters,	with	the	figure	in	constant	increase	since	the	widening	of	the	Forum	outlook.	It	is	situated	at	the	shore	of	the	Geneva	lake	–	right	across	the	UN	–	in	a	modern-looking,	grey	building	that	had	to	be	rebuilt	in	order	to	not	only	supply	office	space	for	the	expansion	of	staff,	but	also	for	hosting	the	many	informal	meetings	that	are	set	up	in	the	building.	Its	geographical	location	opposite	the	white	UN	building	metaphorically	stands	testimony	to	the	WEF	being	something	of	an	alternative	organizational	model	to	the	established	international	institutions	–	a	notion	oftentimes	commented	upon	by	staff.		 Drawing	on	the	works	of	Tom	Medvetz	(2012b),	we	conceptualize	the	Forum	as	a	think	tank,	and	as	such	a	boundary-spanning	organization,	situating	itself	in-between	the	fields	of	business,	politics,	academia	and	media.	It	does	so	partly	by	hiring	staff	from	all	the	fields,	but	more	importantly	it	offers	a	space	for	meetings	and	deliberations	for	invited																																																									2	Interview	conducted	by	Adrienne	Sörbom	together	with	Associate	Professor	Hans	Abrahamsson,	Department	of	Global	Studies,	Gothenburg	University.		
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Insourcing/Outsourcing	The	headquarters	in	Cologny	and	the	international	staff	working	there	make	up	the	organizational	hub	of	WEF,	not	merely	by	way	of	governing	the	organization,	but	also	more	generally	in	the	format	of	framing	and	producing	the	activities	and	the	products	that	come	out	of	it.	It	is	in	Cologny	that	future	funders	are	chosen,	invitees	selected,	publications	written,	indexes	constructed,	and	so	forth.	Funding	corporations	do	not	have	any	of	their	staff	placed	at	headquarters,	although	they	can	come	to	visit	for	shorter	or	longer	periods.	Overall,	this	entails	that	funders	are	de-coupled	also	from	the	everyday	organizing	of	WEF.	Interpreting	this	day-to-day	set-up	in	terms	of	the	communication	constitutive	of	organization	(Coreen	et	al.	2011),	we	would	claim	that	a	substantial	part	of	all	WEF	activities	are	shaped,	formatted,	and	phrased	by	the	organization	itself,	thus	mastering	its	own	voice	and	agency.		 Still,	WEF	offers	many	opportunities	for	corporations	to	use	their	voices	too,	under	the	WEF-logo.	The	credibility	and	authority	of	WEF	relies	to	a	large	extent	on	the	‘brain	power’	of	the	individuals	it	can	attract	and	keep	in	its	orbit.	It	positions	itself	as	a	platform	for	dialogue	and	knowledge-seeking	around	complex	and	urgent	global	issues	drawing	upon	knowledge	from	what	is	presented	as	relevant	stakeholders.	Onto	this	platform,	people	from	‘all	walks	of	life,’	described	as	intelligent,	excellent,	and	experienced,	are	invited	for	the	WEF	to	tap	into	their	ideas	and	expertise.	As	a	standard,	individuals	from	funding	corporations	or	other	business	make	up	half	of	all	participants	in	these	activities.	To	some	extent,	and	taken	together,	these	‘experts’	of	the	WEF	form	part	of	what	Diane	Stone	(2008:	24)	refers	to	as	‘transnational	policy	professionals.’	They	are	treated	as	knowledge	actors	that	have	‘intrinsic	governance	capacities’	(cf.	Stone	2012)	to	define	problems,	and	to	shape	the	climate	of	the	debate.		 In	the	WEF	context	these	policy	professionals	are	organized	into	so	called	‘communities.’	For	instance,	the	funding	1,000	funding	companies	is	seen	as	one	community,	which	as	the	Forum	describes	it,	forms	one	of	its	key	pillars.	It	‘facilitate[s]	the	Forum’s	mission	of	improving	the	state	of	the	world’	and	to	‘address	urgent	issues,	explore	emerging	trends	and	help’	(http://www.weforum.org,	accessed	26	April	2016).	Other	examples	of	‘communities’	are	the	‘Global	Leadership	Fellows,’	the	‘Young	Global	Leaders,’	and	the	‘Global	Shapers,’	to	mention	but	a	few.			 Perhaps	the	most	interesting	example	of	how	corporate	leaders	have	an	opportunity	to	take	active	part	in	what	comes	out	of	the	WEF	is	the	community	based	upon	the	‘Network	of	Global	Agenda	Councils’	(later	renamed	and	reconstituted	as	‘Global	Future	Councils’).	Involved	in	these	are	over	1,500	‘experts’	contributing	to	‘a	network	of	invitation-only	







refer	to	the	fact	that	engaging	in	the	activities	of	the	WEF,	meeting	other	corporate	and	political	leaders	of	similar	weight,	may	not	be	instantly	rewarding	from	a	market	point	of	view,	but	may	in	the	long	run	shape	discussions	in	a	way	that	may	have	an	impact	on	regulations	and	the	structure	of	markets.	This	is	‘deep	lobbying’	(Clemons	2003),	in	the	sense	that	what	happens	is	that	the	intellectual	climate	and	discourse	around	an	issue	may	be	changed	by	a	continuous	process	of	social	interaction	and	networking.			 At	the	WEF	Summit	on	the	Global	Agenda	Council	meeting	in	Dubai	in	November	2012,	Mr.	Bond	–	a	high-level	director	at	one	of	the	Strategic	Partners	of	WEF	–	described	the	importance	of	WEF	from	point	of	view	of	value	creation.	He	had	been	involved	in	working	groups,	or	‘communities,’	at	the	WEF	for	a	number	of	years,	and	had	attended	Davos	meetings	several	times.	Over	dinner,	he	told	us	that	it	was	actually	at	the	informal	meetings	in	the	interstices	of	the	formal	program	that	the	more	interesting	discussions	happened.	Once,	he	told	us,	his	working	group	had	gone	out	for	dinner,	and	this	was	when	the	important	breakthrough	came	about.	‘It	is	really	the	informal	gatherings	that	are	value-creating,’	he	put	it.	Being	among	the	selected	few,	knowing	that	oneself	and	all	the	other	participants	have	been	carefully	scrutinized	and	judged	to	pass,	one	can	rest	assured	that	the	ties	nurtured	within	the	realm	of	WEF	may	work	to	influence	people’s	perception	of	an	issue,	to	raise	awareness,	and	to	place	the	issue	on	a	future	agenda.	It	is	deep	lobbying	among	‘the	best	of	brains,’	as	WEF	staff	would	have	it.			 In	Davos	we	attended	a	closed	lunch	discussion,	not	announced	in	the	official	program.	The	lunch	was	organized	as	a	possibility	for	a	number	of	actors	to	meet	and	discuss	questions	regarding	the	Arctic.	Participating	at	the	lunch	were	among	others	one	prime	minister,	a	few	members	from	the	Arctic	Council,	scientists	and	representatives	from	a	number	of	corporations	interested	in	the	area.	A	few	of	the	participants	were	offered	the	possibility	of	introducing	their	views	on	the	topic,	while	the	others	were	eating.	Discussions	around	the	small	round	tables	were	then	encouraged	and	fed	back	to	the	larger	group.	In	this	small	setting,	the	attending	prime	minister	told	the	corporations	about	possible	alternative	conventions.	The	participating	CEOs	on	the	other	hand	talked	about	the	challenge	and	the	importance	of	establishing	guidelines	for	corporations,	perhaps	headed	by	WEF?	Somebody	else	claimed	that	in	the	long	run	it	would	cost	more	to	not	use	the	oil	in	the	Arctic,	than	using	it.	The	scientist	rose	and	tried	to	inspire	the	participants	to	think	of	the	environmental	consequences.			 Access	to	meetings	such	as	this	lunch	is	part	of	the	deal	between	the	corporations	and	the	WEF.	An	integral	part	of	its	offer	to	funders	is	the	construction	of	a	global	stage,	where	corporations	may	appear	in	front	of	a	selected	global	audience.	Simultaneously,	the	WEF	offers	a	back	stage,	closed	for	the	eyes	of	the	global	public.	The	WEF	provides	at	once	a	front	






own.	In	this	sense,	the	WEF	events	–	with	the	Davos	meeting	as	the	prime	showcase	–	functions	as	field-configuring	events	(Moeran	&	Strandgaard	Pedersen	2011)	where	social	and	economic	capital	is	created,	often	beyond	the	awareness	of	the	WEF.		 We	found	a	number	of	conduits	through	which	business	may	deploy	the	WEF	and	its	platforms	for	both	market	and	extra-market	activities,	at	the	same	time	as	WEF	uses	these	for	constructing	its	own	agency.	First,	membership	dues	grant	corporate	access	to	the	many	communities	and	activities	of	the	WEF,	at	the	same	time	as	these	dues	steams,	in	both	financial	and	social	terms,	the	WEF.	Second,	business	finds	the	WEF	to	be	a	strategic	place	from	which	they	may	market	and	sell	products	and	services.	This	is	a	position	that	WEF	secures	for	them	in	the	interest	of	granting	social	and	economic	resources	to	its	own	policy	related	activities.	Third,	as	WEF	outsources	parts	of	its	knowledge-seeking	to	partakers	in	its	communities,	thus	drawing	on	these	other’s	resources,	this	also	entails	that	funders	may	contribute	its	ideas	when	being	insourced	to	WEF.	Fourth,	the	WEF	is	an	arena	for	‘deep	lobbying’,	whereby	corporate	leaders	connect	to	political	leaders	and	partake	in	framing	policy	discourses	and	impacting	the	intellectual	climate	around	an	issue,	at	the	same	time	as	WEF	achieves	the	role	it	seeks	in	global	policy	making.				 Corporations	thus	find	a	strategically	positioned	amplifier	for	their	non-market	interests	in	the	WEF.	The	WEF	provides	a	global	stage,	as	it	were,	where	business	leaders	may	present	themselves	as	global	players	–	where	the	visibility	aspect	of	participation	is	most	clearly	put	to	work.	Moreover,	by	being	there	ideas,	perspectives	and	solutions	may	travel	from	corporate	funders	into	the	think	tank,	as	well	as	to	other	types	of	participants	(politicians,	journalists	and	so	forth),	who	in	turn	may	pick	up,	mimic,	and	transform	the	perspectives	of	corporate	funders.	In	so	doing	the	WEF	may	amplify	the	voice	of	corporations	in	the	broader	political	landscape.			 By	the	same	token,	though,	the	WEF	should	not	be	conceived	as	the	extended	voice	of	corporations	in	a	direct	sense,	as	if	it	was	merely	broadcasting	its	master’s	voice.	As	the	metaphor	of	the	bricoleur	implies,	WEF	also	makes	use	of	the	corporations	to	organize	and	expand	its	own	agency,	which	does	not	necessarily	coincide	with	the	interests	of	its	funders.	There	is	no	organizational	mechanism	for	funders	to	demand	accountability	of	Forum	activities.	The	use	of	voice	within	the	WEF	is	therefore	precluded;	what	is	left	is	exit.	Moreover,	in	practice	it	is	essentially	the	Forum	itself	that	sets	the	frame	of	its	activities	by	selecting	funders,	setting	themes,	constructing	initiatives,	picking	out	moderators	et	cetera.	In	so	doing	the	WEF	may	at	times	mimic	some	of	its	funders’	interests.	What	is	important,	however,	is	to	see	the	relationship	between	the	two	as	constructed,	founded	on	choice,	and	not	determined	by	financial	predicaments.	The	global	policy	bricolage	of	the	WEF	is	not	a	
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form	of	unequivocal	corporate	global	governance,	but	an	intricate	system	of	interweaving	market	and	political	interests,	and	one	that	both	amplifies	and	blurs	the	choir	of	voices.	The	WEF	constructs	its	own	network	through	which	social,	cultural	and	economic	capital	may	be	leveraged	for	its	own	specific	interests.			 More	broadly,	how	and	to	what	extent	a	think	tank	will	be	able	to	make	its	own	choices	irrespective	of	its	funders	will	depend	on	how	relations	to	stakeholders	are	set	up.	For	instance,	the	‘astroturf’	organizations	that	Barley	describes	(Barley	2010,	p.	790),	set	up	by	corporations	as	temporary	organizations	for	a	specific	cause,	may	take	the	shape	of	a	think	tank.	In	such	an	instance,	the	relationship	is	less	open	for	choice,	rendering	it	less	plausible	for	the	think	tank	to	set	its	own	framework.	What	this	article	has	shown,	though,	is	the	need	for	analyzing	the	nuanced	relationship	between	funders	and	think	tanks.	Since	ambiguity,	indeterminacy,	and	heterogeneity	across	agents	(of	all	sorts)	is	to	be	expected	in	organizing,	this	needs	to	be	anticipated	even	in	the	case	when	corporations	fund	political	activities.	Analysis	resting	upon,	or	silently	departing	from,	the	assumption	that	relationships	between	a	corporate	funder	and	the	receiving	organization	are	of	a	one-way	character	may	not	aptly	capture	the	role	of	neither	funders	nor	the	actions	of	the	think	tank.	The	ties	are	more	complex	and	intricate	than	that.					
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